THINGS MY MOTHER NEVER TAUGHT ME
Ally and I went through our felon-dating phase in November. My fel on had served a few years for embezzling $200,000 from his software company. His brown hair was starting to gray, and he kept it parted down the middle, longer in the front, like a style from a fashion maga zine. He had the most perfect eyebrows I'd ever seen, beautifully shaped, with only a single stray hair between the brow and the eyelid of his right eye. I read his facial expressions solely by the way his eye brows changed. I noticed them especially when he'd smile at me from my bed, one arm bent at the elbow and resting behind his head, watching me pull a clean T-shirt from the top drawer of my dresser.
He could've been a model. When I told him this, he closed his eyes and said nothing for a long time. Finally, "There are disadvantages."
He picked at the loose elastic in the waistband of his boxer shorts. I didn't know what to say. Instead, I turned on the radio. At least Ally's had stolen a car.
Before that it'd been surfers, brothers, just eighteen months apart.
It was a disappointment, Ally and I dating two guys who were related.
We wanted their childhood stories to be separate, so that she and I would have something to talk about after they left, when we sat at our plastic kitchen table eating microwaved bowls of tomato soup.
The younger one was mine. I watched the way his eyes often fol lowed his older brother around the room. Even if it were Ally or I who was speaking, he was looking at his brother, watching for cues. I wasn't even sure if he realized he did it. When we were all together, I'd hide my mouth with my hands so he couldn't see the way I smiled at this. It was sweet. But his tan was better than mine. His stomach was tighter, more toned. He looked at himself a lot in the mirror, but I don't mean to say that it was like dating a girl. He just made me feel self-conscious as he watched me pull off my gray linen pants and my black tank top.
Before summer ended and the breeze that blew in off the coast
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The Iowa Review www.jstor.org ® made it too cold to sit outside without a blanket or a sweatshirt at night, we gave the brothers back to the ocean. They were too dis tracted. Their hair was always stiff. Their sandy boards sometimes knocked things over on our porch. We liked them better when they weren't pulling the neck strings of our white bikini tops, when they were silent and alone and facing a wall of blue and then becoming the blue itself, maneuvering the exact angle of the foot or the arm, strik ing a perfect balance above the shifting water.
Ally and I never tried that again, dating brothers. We resisted even when we met the Golby twins one night in October while we were making margaritas down at Pacific Beach, and they offered to take us to La Vache for dinner. They thought it was so cute the way the two of us had similar names, Ally and Andi, as if we'd planned it. We really liked the mirrored spaces between their front teeth, but even that wasn't enough.
We might not have dated the felons, either, but they won us over playing pool at Rocktavio. They bet beers against each other, and we liked how easily they laughed, how they never got angry or mean about losing. Still, Ally and I broke up with them before Christmas.
Some years we liked having boyfriends for the holidays, significant others to bake cranberry-walnut bread for or to sit with in the living room on Christmas Eve, drinking White Russians and wrapping gifts.
But some years Ally and I preferred to skip the whole anxious mess and spend Christmas day at the movie theater, each buying a single ticket and then theater-hopping for the rest of the day. Our record was four movies one after another?then we got tired of suspending disbelief and had to go home, where things were real, where we knew what to expect.
Ally and I both did it on the same night?the break-up. We were afraid. We imagined the felons would become violent, that they'd pro duce a shank from their white, athletic ankle socks or the hem of their ribbed, sleeveless undershirts. The shank would be assembled out of our own kitchen utensils. We imagined that they'd threaten to track Oncology. I was a few minutes late for my receptionist shift, but I stuck my hand out to catch the metal doors before they shut. "Thanks," she said over the squeaking wheels of the cart. "Ellen still in 502?" "I think so," I said, but actually I had no idea. I couldn't keep the pa tients straight day to day; the old women with their gauzy hair and green hospital gowns blurred together. I was surprised that Ally, who worked for food service, knew even one of them by name. It seemed impossible to keep track, as many as she saw while she made her rounds. Not long after, we moved in together. We picked a house on the beach that was only falling apart a little. It had been painted blue, but the wood underneath showed through in places, so the house looked bruised, like it still had some healing to do. We rented it from a di vorced fifty-something, and Ally flirted with him while we signed the agreement so he'd cut us a break and give it to us for $1,400 a month. A few weeks in, with stacks of unpacked boxes still lining the dim hallway, Ally found me upstairs as I stood half in and half out of our shared bathroom, blow-dryer in hand. She was still in her pajamas. Ally taught me other things too: To pair a short skirt with a con servative blouse, because it left something to the imagination; she said that when I did my make-up, glitter didn't matter, but to make my eyes smoky instead, to play up their darkness. "You're lucky," she told me one day when we'd crammed ourselves into a dressing room at Kohl's, "you look so exotic."
My mother never taught me these things. She didn't come from
Ally's school of leave-a-little-to-the-imagination. She combined all of it?the short skirt, the revealing, silky top, the gold glittered eye shad ow, the tallest heels she could match from the scatter across the floor of her closet.
A nurse from the pediatrie ward who used to spend her breaks on my floor, chasing around some doctor who had an affair with her for about three minutes, once told me this: Adults are likely to break a bone during a fall because they automatically tighten their muscles, but most children under the age of three will not. They don't yet equate pain with falling, so they don't tense their bodies as they rush to meet the ground. They haven't learned that falling hurts. Because of this, a broken bone in a toddler usually indicates abuse. The child isn't afraid of the pavement or the staircase, but she will stiffen at a loud voice or a raised hand, understanding what's to come. After that, I saw him almost every day. Antonio and I said things we wished our mothers and fathers had said to each other, so when the telephone rang while we were kissing on his couch, I whispered, "Let the machine get it."
When there was a break in the kissing, the part when I leaned back to look at his face, to remind myself that his eyes were brown, the part Ally doesn't understand about the acting, but we have a lot of con versations about it. Ally's mom wasn't like mine. Ally's mom didn't ever wear high heels or jean skirts, and she didn't keep a string of boy friends whose names and faces I could no longer catalogue. But she did keep one after Ally's father died. That boyfriend was Thorn, and as Ally's mom got older, Thorn took what he needed from Ally instead.
That was a long time ago, and Ally doesn't really talk about it.
What Ally does talk about is how most of the time she wants sex to hurt. This is what she was telling me when we sat outside on the porch swing a few mornings ago, early, before the summer heat made us too lazy to get out of bed for the day. We had a carton of orange juice between us, and we were waiting for Antonio to come pick us up and take us to breakfast at La Casa de Waffle on Laurel Avenue. Ally craves hash browns pretty much all the time.
She put her bare foot on the railing and rocked us in the swing.
Her toenails shimmered opaque purple in the sunlight. Then she said that when she had sex with Grant, she begged him to go harder, to hurt her. "Sometimes I cry, and he just won't."
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I tried to imagine Grant naked and sweating on Ally's pink, plaid bedspread, probably wanting to stop right then but her fingernails were digging into his back, scraping symmetrical rows of tiny crescent moons into his skin. Ally said that sometimes she wanted him to fuck her so hard he made her bleed.
She shifted on the wooden bench, bringing one knee in toward her I couldn't think of anything to say after that. I raised the carton to my lips. The juice was warm by then, a little too sweet. Sometimes I didn't mind sex, the way a man pressed his whole body against mine, the way he wrapped his arms around my shoulders like if he let go he might become lost, the way I could tell if he meant it or not because he would look me right in the eyes while he was coming. Sometimes I even liked it, but I didn't need it the way Ally said she did, the way a man needed it. Most of the time, I was doing it for them.
Without meaning to, I've given the smallest pieces of myself to the men I've dated. I wonder which ones they've chosen to keep af ter they've gone, which parts of me they've found left on their dress ers or underneath their beds, or pulled from the lint catcher in their dryers. The felon will remember that I wasn't good at making eye con tact. He'll remember that every time I told a story about my mother, I looked away. He'll also remember how surprised I was when he told me this, that anyone would pay attention to this small action?
something that in the five years since I'd left home, no one had ever noticed, including me.
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The surfer will remember that I painted my nails bright orange all summer, that I was a strong swimmer but a tiny bit afraid of sharks, that I didn't like to be carried into the ocean.
The nurse from Saint Christopher's will remember me for being the only girl he ever knew who liked dark beer?black and tan, spe The Iowa Review
